With an on-site study at a sponsored event, we construct and test competing models to examine the relationship among event attendees, sponsorship, community involvement, and the title sponsor's brand with respect to purchase intentions. We show that an attendee's enthusiasm and activeness in the area of the sponsored event and knowledge of the sponsor's products positively influence the attendee's desire that a sponsor be involved with the community. Then, we show that attendees who are more community-minded have a more positive opinion of the sponsor as a result of their event experience; a better opinion of the sponsor contributes to increased intentions to purchase the sponsor's products. Results from this framework indicate that event marketing, in conjunction with consumers who are enthusiastic, active, and knowledgeable about the sponsor and event, serves as a valuable lever to engage the consumer.
As Anna, an attendee at a recent sporting event, suggests, the role of event marketing in an effective integrated marketing communications strategy is increasingly important. Ln lieu of their customary supporting role to traditional promotions such as advertising and publicity, events have assumed a key role in the contemporary marketing mix. Currently, more than 96 percent of U.S. corporations include e\'ent marketing in their
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promotional strategies (George P. Jolinson/MPl Foundation, 2005) . Hence, event marketing is earning respect both at the managerial table and with consumers.
Event marketing is a too! for experiential marketing that focuses on consumer experiences, and treats emotionally and rationally driven consumption as a holistic experience (Schmitt, 1999) . Experiences often involve "sensory, emotional, cognitive, behavioral and relational values that replace functional values" (Schmitt, 1999, p. 26) . Communicating through events involves promotional activities designed to communicate with attendees and add value to the consumption experience; events provide an opportunity to engage the consumer with a company, its brands, and the community. Events create a social setting for attendees and help raise attendees' involvement level; therefore, attendees are apt to be more receptive to marketing messages and images associated with the event than they are to those presented via other methods (Pope and Voges, 200U) . This result is true regardless of whether the event is proprietary {staged by DOI: 10.2501/S0021849906060430 the company) or not {sponsored by the company) (Sneath, Lacey, Finney, and Close, 2006) . The current study will investigate the relationships among event attendees' knowledge of an event sponsor's products and activeness and enthusiasm related to the area of the event {i.e., sports).
We examine these issues along with attendees' attitudes toward the title sponsor and buying intentions regarding the firm's products. Using field survey results obtained during a prominent annual sporting ever\t sponsored by a major automotive company, a theory-based model will be tested. Specifically, the following questions will be addressed: In the following sections, we review the literature on sponsorsliip, event, and sports marketing, and how events can be utilized in corporate and branding strategies. Next, we present the hypothesized relationships, followed by a description of the methods. Following the data analysis and discussion of results, we present implications and directions for future research.
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
In this section, we present extant research on sponsorships and event (i.e., sporting event) marketing. Then, as a basis for hypothesis deveiopment, we link the existing knowledge with two key issues in marketing; corporate community involvement and branding. (Heffler, 1999) . Sponsorships are a "lever" used by marketers to engage customers.
While the sponsorship literature has grown in recent years, scholars have only begun to assess the strategic implications of sponsorships (Fahy, Farrelly, and Quester, 2004; Thwaites, 1994) . Thus far, the research offers insights into four key issues;
• Relatedness: Consumers better recall a sponsor's product when that product is related to the sponsor (johan, Pham, and Tuan, 1999).
• Target market: Research has helped identify those consumers who are most apt to respond to sponsorships. Lowerincome, older consumers indicate that they huy more of a sponsors' product than do other consumers {Gardner and Schuman, 1987).
• Attitude toward sponsors: Consumers have better recall of a sponsor's product when they had a preference for that product prior to the sponsorship {Nicholls, Roslow, and Dublish, 1999).
• While scholars find that the sponsoring entity should be related to the sponsor's product, the consumer's knowledge base in the area of the sponsor's products-in this case, automobiles-remains untested.
Thus, we seek to fill this gap in the sponsorship and event marketing literature. Event marketing. Event marketing is defined as the "practice of promoting the into'ests of an organization and its brands by associating the organization with a specific activity" (Shimp, 1993, p. 8; Van Heerden, 2001) . Recall that a sponsorship may relate to an activity or to an organization. marketing (Gardner and Schuman, 1987; Gross, Traylor, and Shuman, 1987; Sneath, Finney, and Close, 2005) . The types of goals that firms hope to accomplish do not account for event marketing's appeal; instead, its popularity is based upon the distinctive way it helps firms accomplish their communications goals via consumer interaction.
Tlie unique appeal of event marketing is the sponsor's ability to blend its message into a gathering that engages consumers. Message and media elements are "inextricably linked and imagery is delivered by association with particular activities and events" (Meenaghan and Shipley, 1999, p. 328) . The skillful sponsor inserts its message into the medium while engaging the consumer during and after the event. If the sponsor carefully plans and implements the promotional activity, consumers may view the sponsor's message as part of the event rather than as a marketing-oriented communication.
Event marketing offers an additional advantage, in that it actively engages the consumer with the brand and its personality. Firms investing in event marketing have the means through which they may create a hands-on experience for their target market (Sneath, Finney, and Close, 2005) . The event attendee decides whether, when, and how this interaction occurs. By contrast, using traditional media the consumer passively receives a firm's message.
Managers are increasingly under pressure to measure return on investment (ROl) from marketing activities {Hieggelke, 2005). Hence, a survey of over 200 decisionmaking marketing executives in U.S. corporations with recorded sales exceeding S250 million was conducted by Meeting Professionals Intematioiial (MPI). The sample covered automotive, healthcare, hightech, and financial sectors. The main finding is that event marketing offers better ROI than any other marketing com-
The unique appeal of event marketing is the sponsor's ability to blend its message into a gathering that engages consumers.
munications medium. The study finds that in terms of ROI, face-to-face event marketing outperforms public relations, internet advertising, sales promotion, direct marketing, and print and broadcast advertising (MPI Foundation, 2004) . Respondents further shared that ROI from events and the strategic importance of event marketing in sales strengthened from prior years (MPI Foundation, 2004) .
Sports marketing. As in the current study, event marketing often occurs within the context of a sporting event. Sports marketing refers to sponsorships or event marketing that involves athletes or an athletic event. Sports marketing is an important method of promotion: roughly two-thirds of the sponsorships in the United States are associated with athletic events (MiMegasite, 2006) . The research investigating sports marketing mirrors that of sponsorship and event marketing in many ways, with key developments that include:
• Exposure: Scholars indicate that consumers remember sponsors who promote athletic events. Also, exposure to sports marketing favorably changes attitude toward the sponsor (Bennett, Cunningham, and Dees, 2006 ).
• Fit: Consumers have a more positive image of the sponsor if they believe that the sponsor's image "fits" the image of the sporting event sponsored (Koo, Quarterman, and Flynn, 2006 ).
• Objectives: In the past, "image-building" was the main reason for engaging in sports marketing. Now, sport marketers also seek measurable "bottom line" results (Lough and Irwin, 2001 ), • Evaluation: While managers prefer bottom-line objectives, they are uncertain how to determine whether their sports-related promotions arc successful (Stotlar, 2004) .
When marketing occurs via a sporting event, the fit of the attendee with the type of event (i.e., sports) is likely to be an important consideration. For example, an attendee of a sporting event who is enthusiastic about and participates in sports is considered to be a better fit for the event than, say, someone who is bored by sports and does not engage in any sporting activities. Scholars have not yet assessed how an event attendee's activeness in or enthusiasm for sports relates to how he or she perceives the sponsorship of a sporting event. Thus, we also seek to fill this gap. We now examine links among the sport, sponsorship, and event research with two issues of great importance to marketing managers: community involvement and branding.
Building blocks for engaging the consumer: Community involvement and branding Community involvement. The past century has seen a shift in the public's view of business' role in society. Profit is an incomplete measure of business success; today's firm must also be socially responsible (Wulfson, 2001) . Socially responsible firms provide a framework of measurable procedures that aim to benefit the indi\-idual, workplace, organization, and community (Roberts, 2004) . The successful firm plans strategy both to create profIts and to meet its obligations to be socially responsible.
Community involvement is one aspect of social responsibility that is of interest to event marketers. We define community involvement as the amount of noncommercial interaction an organization has with individuals and organizations in the markets in which it operates. Community involvement entails t;oing beyond merely producing and marketing. A firm's community involvement activities are intluenced by the preferences of societal stakeholders (Brammer and Millington, 2003) , such as attendees at a free event hosted by the local communities. One aspect of community involvement is charitable giving (Peltier, Schibrowsky, and Schultz, 2002) . Another aspect of community involvement, most relevant here, is the investment in a sponsorship of an event that draws members of the local and sporting communities.
Sports marketing is one way for a firm to show social responsibility and promote itself and/or its products simultaneously to community members (Lachowetz and irwin, 2002) . The literature suggests that commimity-minded sports marketing includes attention to the following issues:
Community involvement-consumer expectations: Consumers expect sports organizations and athletes to engage in The successful firm plans strategy both to create profits and to meet its obligations to be socially responsible.
socially responsible activities (Roy and Graeff, 2003) .
• Community involvement-measurement:
Fimts sponsoring sporting events are increasingly under pressure to measure the benefits the sponsoring organization gained from the sponsorship (Mescon and Tilson, 1987 ).
• Community involvement-impact: If a sporting event is linked to a nonprofit firm, consumers indicate that they are more likely to buy the event sponsors' products (Irwin, Lachowetz, Comwell, and Clark, 2003) .
Studies have not fully addressed how community involvement at events contributes to an attendee's opinion of a sponsor's brand. Hence, we will also examine the reiationship between involvement in the community and brand opinion. Maintaining a desirable corporate image is a key goal of the contemporary firm; however, establishing a connection between the firm's community involvement and the firm's brand presents an additional challenge.
Branding
In addition to maintaining community ties, marketers increasingly use sponsorships and events to establish and maintain strong Maintaining a desirable corporate image is a key goal of the contemporary firm; however, establishing a connection between the firm's community involvement and the firm's brand presents an additional challenge.
brands. Defined, a brand is a "distinguishing name and/or symbol intended to identify goods or services of either one seller or a group of sellers and to differentiate those goods or services from those of competitors" (Aaker, 1991, p. 7) . A brand signals the product source and protects consumers and producers from competitors with seemingly identical products (Aaker, 1991) . In event marketing, incorporation of logos, trademarks, or package designs is a way to distinguish one's offerings and synergistically link them to the event. Branding decisions play a critical role in establishing sustainable competitive advantage (Alpert and Kamins, 1995) , especially when combined with sponsored events.
Scholars have begun to explore how firm branding strategies influence firm involvement in event and sport marketing. We build on the extant findings shown below:
• Brmuiing-brand building: Building a unique brand and then positioning the brand are seen as keys to success in sport marketing (Olberding and lisha, 2005) .
• Branding-brand image: Sports sponsorship enhances brand image and consumer intention to purchase the sponsor's product (Pope and Voges, 2000) .
• Branding-transfer. Sports sponsors often hope that the "cool," "active" image of sporting events will transfer from the event to the sponsor's brand (Bennett and Lachowetz, 2004) .
The literature has not focused on how a consumer's opinion of the sponsor's brand.
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as a result of interacting with the brand at a community event, may influence purchase intentions. Hence, we examine the relationships among community involvement, brand opinion, and purchase intentions of the sponsor's branded products.
Conceptual model and hypothesis development
Having reviewed the relevant literature, we present the conceptual mt>del and hypotheses. Because the literature base is richer in the key areas of branding and community involvement, our hypothesis development is primarily based on the literature in these two topics. Thus, the hypothesized relationships are as follows:
HI: An event attendee who is more knowledgeable about a sponsor's products (e.g., automobiles) is more likely to appreciate a sponsor's community involvement.
H2: An event attendee who is more active in the area of the event (e.g., sports) is more likely to appreciate a sponsor's community invoivement.
H3:
An event attendee who is more enthusiastic In the area of the event (e.g., sports) is more likely to have an appreciation for a sponsor's community involvement.
H4: An event attendee who has more of an appreciation for a sponsor's community involvement is more inclined to have a positive opinion of the sponsor's brand.
H5; An event attendee who has a more positive opinion of the sponsor's brand is more intent on purchasing the sponsor's branded product(s).
Our proposed conceptual model shows a synthesis of these five hypotheses (Figure 1 ).
METHOD
The 
Figure 1 Conceptual Model
America. Also, a multistage event (versus a single event) broadens the scope of the event to multiple local communities. Thus, this event is particularly appropriate to study sponsorship effectiveness, for a relatively diverse group, from a community perspective.
In addition to the bicycle race, event attractions included entertainment and exhibits, such as music, food and alcohol, automotive exhibits, cycling exhibits, and a Health Expo. The event attracted 128 cyclists from 18 countries and over 800,000 spectators, with additional audiences including individuals who tuned in to the live online, television, and radio coverage. Promotion of the event included local, national, and international broadcast and print media, and the official websiteall of which contributed to making this event the premier professional cycling event in the United States. Celebrity athletes also helped increase event awareness and attendance, as well as demand for sponsorships.
Sponsors. In the automotive industry, event marketing has become an important component in companies' promotional strategies (MPI Foundation, 2004) . For the fourth consecutive year, a major automobile company served as the title sponsor for the 2006 event. Highly visible in each of the six communities in which the event was held, the firm's logo was prominently displayed on banners, tents, tickets, sigris, volunteer apparel, and largescreen televisions. In each host city, the automobile company provided interactive exhibits with its new models. For example, attendees could have photographs made with the sponsor's new vehicles, at which time they were given a $1,000 rebate coupon. The rebate was packaged to look like a backstage V.I.P. pass for the attendees to wear during the event. The sponsor's exhibits also allowed attendees to sit in the vehicles, obtain brochures, and interact with sales personnel.
The survey
Measure development began with field interviews and pretests of the sur\'ey. These steps helped in tho survey design and refinement of measures. Hie 15-item survey was designed to gather information about the attendee's "fit" with the event, how he or she felt about the title sponsor's involvement in the community, his or her perceptions of the sponsor's brand, and intent to purchase the sponsor's products.
We used 5-point Likert-type scales (1 ŝ trongly disagree to 5 ^ strongly agree) to assess respondents' product knowledge, activeness in and enthusiasm for sports, attitudes toward community involvement, opinion of the sponsor's brand, and purchase intentior\s. Existing measures for knowledge, activeness, and enthusiasm were utilized. The product knowledge scale was adopted from research conducted by Bloch, Sherrell, and Ridgway (1989) ; the sports activeness scale from Lumpkin and Darden (1989) , and the sports enthusiasm measures from Dickerson and Gentry (1989) . F.ach of these scales demonstrated reliability in prior tests.
Procedure
Survey participants were recruited on-site by a marketing faculty member, event marketing professional, and 42 business majors (juniors and seniors). The surveyors completed a training course with the president of an event marketing company. Event sponsors provided shirts and hats to signify researcher status to attendees. The sponsors also provided a tent and supplied incentives (lapel pins and pens) for respondents. To meet the .sampling criteria, a participant had to be an adult (age 18 or older) in attendance at one or more of the event activities. The survey research was conducted at each of six host cities; overall, 1,741 participants completed the survey. Nonresponse rate was estimated to be 5 percent; the most frequent reason for nonresponse was that the attendee had already completed the survey. There are no significant differences in means or variances for the constructs between early and late stages.
Participants
Forty-one percent of survey participants had attended the event in a prior year. The sample of 1,741 adults represents domestic and intemationai event attendees. Four* percent of the respondents identified an intematior\al primary residence in countries including: Germany (8), Mexico (7), Canada (7), Colombia (6), England (4), Guatemala (3), Puerto I^co (3), Brazil (3), Cuba (2), and Argentina (2). A representative from Denmark, France, Guam, Italy, Kosovo, South Africa, Indonesia, Ireland, Russia, Paraguay, Spain, Taiwan, and TInailand also completed our survey. The sample consists of slightly more men than women, which is consistent with the popularity of cycling among men. There is a relatively even distribution of survey participants in their 20s, 30s, 40s, and 50s, irt/ith the median age of 44. CK'er half of the sample has a household income of over S50,000, Responses to the classification' questions suggest that demographic characteristics of spectators at the event are consistent with the title sponsor's primary target markets, i.e., buyers aged 35-64 with annual incomes of $50,t)0t)-$80,000 per year {Event Marketer, 2003) . Table 1 provides the sample demographics.
Participants agreed (mean = 4.01 on a 5-point scale) that they like that the company demonstrates community involvement; participants like that companies care to do more than just "build and sell" products. Holding the title sponsorship is another cue of community involvement. (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988) .
(8.9 percent) or strongly disagree (9.0 perchange with respect to purchase intention Discriminant validity was assessed by comcent) to having a positive attitude change (Table 3) . Others (32.2 percent) offer a paring the variance extracted for each conabout the title sponsor as a result of the "neutral" response to the question. struct to the square of each off-diagonal event. Bloch, Shtrrcll. unit Ridgway (1989} •Lsinipkiri and Darden (1989) and Gcntni 11989) Overall, thu fit indices suggest an acceptable fit between the hypothesized model and thf observed .sample data, Although the overall fit as indicated by the chisquare statistic (^^49) ^ 1148.41) was significant, this result is not surprising given the chi-square test's bias against large samples and the sample tested here (Hair et al., 2006) . For this reason, attention focused instead on other absolute and incremental fit measures that yielded gtxid levels of fit (Hair et al., 2006) , including CFI -0.92, IFI = 0.92, GFI -0.90, and SRMR = 0.073. Moreover, each of the predicted paths was significant {p < .001) in the predicted direction. Each of the five hypotheses is supported, as shown via the hypothesized path results in Figure 2 . 
Figure 2 Hypothesized Model with Results (All Results Standardized)
Comparison model In addition to testing the hypothesized model illustrated in Figure 2 , we examined a comparison or rival model. According to Hair and his colleagues (2006, p. 733) , "the strongest test of a proposed model is to identify and test competing models that represent truly different hypothetical structural relationships." Given the roles of establishing commtinity in-\'olvement and strengthening overall brand opinion in our hypothesized model, we identified a nonmediated model as a theoretically plausible alternative (e.g., Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . In this alternative model, the exogenous constructs tested are assumed to have direct effects on all three dependent variables (Figure 3 ). In terms of testing distinctive competijig models, only 3 of the 11 relationships are shared by both tested models.
Based on the data, we find more support for the hypothesized model. For the competing model, the overall fit is not as good (CFI = 0.92, IFI -0.92, GFI -0.90, and SRMR = 0.072) as the hypothesized model. When parsimony fit indices {PGFI and PNFI) are compared, the hypothesized model is especially robust. Tlie PGFI produced a value of 0.52 for the nonmediated model, compared to a PGFI ^ 0.57 for the mediated model. The competing model's FNFl -0.62 was lower than the hypothesized model's PNFI value of 0.68. The lower values of the competing model indicate a preference for the hypothesized model (Hair et al., 2006) .
DISCUSSION
After testing competing models, we assert that the support for the five hypotheses tentatively reveals the importance to event sponsors of an event attendee's enthusiasm for and activeness in the area of the event. The data suggest that event attendees' knowledge of the sponsor. enthusiasm, and activeness positively influence their desire that a sponsor be involved with the community. Specifically, active, enthusiastic, and knowledgeable (in terms of the sponsor's product) consumers are shown to be more appreciative of a company's involvement with the community than those who are less active, enthusiastic, and knowledgeable, Moreover, we show that an appreciation for the sponsor's community involvement is more likely to positively enhance the attendee's perceptions of the sponsor's brand. Attendees who perceive that the sponsor is community-oriented are more likely to agree that their opinion of the title sponsor has changed for the better as a result of the event. Finally, we provide evidence to suggest that this opinion change toward the sponsor's brand is associated with heightened intentions to purchase the firm's products. 
December 2006 JDURHflL DF flDUEHTISIdG BeSEHHCH 429

Implications for practice and theory
This set of findings has implications for both practice and theory. For practitioners, the findings provide support for incorporating event marketing and sponsorship into a communications strategy, especially when the event attracts people who tire knowledgeable, active, and enthusiastic, in an area that is synergistic with the sponsor. A key implication is that event sponsorship is a way to further engage the consumer with the sponsor's products via establishing community involvement. However, community involvement alone is not sufficient for effective event sponsorship. While providing an interactive display of the product at the event-along with price promotionsmay contribute to engaging the attendee with the brand, marketers must also consider attendees' passion for (i.e., enthusiasm and activeness) the type of event. The area of event studied here is a sporting event; however, the study may be generalizabie to other areas such as music, art, theatre, or film events.
Engaging the consumer at a sponsored event involves affect, emotion, and cognition. In the current study, it is shown that attendees who are enthusiastic and active in sports tend to care more about the corporate involvement in the sporting community, have a more positive opinion of the sponsor, and are more inclined to purchase the sponsor's product. These findings suggest the importance of consumer affect concerning the event, type, and sponsor. It is also important to engage the consumer at a cognitive level, given the role of product knowledge in attendees' attitude and purchase intentions. Attendees who are more knowledgeable about the sponsor and their product set are more fully engaged with the company. Event marketing also provides sponsors with opportunities to educate consumers about their offerings. Events provide ways for active information exchange; therefore, companies considering sponsorship and event marketing activities should not avoid events even if attendees are unfamiliar with their products prior to the event.
Limitations and future research
Some limitations of the method and related avenues for future research follow. A significant goodness of fit of chi-square may also be a reflection of other factors, such as sample size and power of the test. While the hypothesized model fits the data reasonably well, there will always be models that can fit the data as well, if not better, than the model developed for this study (Bollen, 1989) . Despite our examination of an alternative model, other models may exist that contribute to consumer engagement through event marketing. To establish convergent validity, replicating this study with other samples would certainly enhance the general izability of results. Other antecedents, mediators, and moderators of consumer engagement can be added to the conceptual model, including environmental and product characteristics, and preexisting attitudes toward the company. Does the company have credibility with the community and also have ample room to develop this credibility via event sponsorships?
Recently, questions have been raised conceriiing the transfer of meaning and image at sponsored events (Comwell and Smith, 2001; Gwinner and Eaton, 1999) . While our study sheds some light on issues pertaining to image transfer, more research in this area is needed. In particular, it is important to explore how the image of the event, organization, or individual (e.g., athlete) "rubs off" (or transfers) onto the sponsoring organization. Companies involved in sponsorship and event marketing may seek to uncover additional insight into the connection between the sponsor and the entity that it pays to sponsor.
Extant research has often ignored the results firms obtain through their sponsorships (McDonald, 1991) . Indeed, scholars have only recently begun to understand how sponsorship actually "works" (i.e., produces the result that the firm desires) (Gwinner, 1997) . We create a model that links event attendees to attitudes and purchase intentions. Yet, there is a need for further research on the impact of sponsorship and event marketing in both the short and long term. Furthermore, at the present time, there are no longitudinal studies that examine the effectiveness of sponsoring a marketed event.
Scholars need a better understanding of how sponsored events signal corporate community involvement to customers. By investing in event marketing, firms can signal to consumers that they are involved with the community. Advocates for the sponsor may deliver this message at events by disseminating good "seeds" for positive word of mouth tliroughout the community. While we provide evidence for the importance of a communityinvolved corporate image, more insights are needed concerning attendees' perceptions of fit between the event and title sponsor. In general, in the context of promotions, "poor fit" negatively impacts consumer beliefs, attitudes, and intentions regardless of tlie fii'm's efforts to be socially responsible. Similarly, profitmotivated promotional activities, even if they offer a "good fit," can have the same negative outcomes (Becker-Olsen, CudBy investing in event marketing, firms can signal to consumers that they are involved with the community. more, and Hill, 2006) . Tlius, effectively engaging the consumer with event marketing entails actions that demonstrate a connection with the community, as well as with the brand. 
